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What is Swearing? 



"Swearing draws upon such powerful and incongruous 
resonators as religion, sex, madness, excretion, and 
nationality, encompassing an extraordinary variety of 
attitudes including the violent, the shocking, the absurd, 
the casual, and the impossible." (Hughes 1990) 




Today's Lecture 

i: What is Swearing? 

2: Using Swear Words 

3: The History of English Swearing 

4: Exam Chat 




What is Swearing? 



Swear words: 

• Refer to something or use a term which is culturally stigmatised or 
taboo 

• Should not be literally interpreted 

• Are used to express strong emotions 
Taboo words: 

0 words for which a social or religious custom prohibits, inhibits, or 
forbids using them 

?i in English, this includes words for God, for socially unacceptable or 
private places and acts, or words which are highly socially sensitive 

^ in other cultures, can include such things as a taboo against naming 
the dead 











Strength of Swear Words 




• What are the strongest swear words in EngUsh? 




• 2000 study by Ofcom (d 


esigned to test people's attitudes to swearing 




and offensive language): 






I. Cunt 


II. Shag 




2. Motherfucker 


12. Whore 




3. Fuck 


13. Twat 




4. Wanker 


14. Piss off 




5. Nigger 


15. Spastic 




6. Bastard 


16. Slag 




7. Prick 


17. Shit 




8. Bollocks 


18. Dickhead 




9. Arsehole 


19. Pissed off 




10. Paid 


20. Arse 




Using Swear Words ■ 

0 There are four uses of swear words in EngUsh: 

# Expletive, used to express emotions and not directed 
towards others (this is a complete fuck-up) 

" This includes intensifiers (it's bloody difficult) 

# Abusive, intended to harm the addressee (you're such a 
wanker) 

# Humorous, looks like abusive but actually has the opposite 
function (Vm gonna miss you, you cunt) 

# Auxiliary, swearing as a way of speaking, often or always 
non-emphatic (and then we went right the fuck home and 
played X-Box all fucking night) 

(Trudgill and Anderson 1990:61) 
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The History of English Swearing 

# EngUsh swear words tend to come from three main 
sources: 
# Epithets 

hitch, fag, retard, nigger, coclcsucker 
0 Profanity 

" goddamn, hell, Jesus Christ 
0 Obscenity/vulgarity 
* fuck, shit, holloch, wanker 
0 In addition, some swear words begin as minced oaths 

(distorted swearwords to cause less offense: dam, sugar, oh for 
France, by Jove, zounds, effing, Hampton Wick, etc) 

(Battistella 2005:72) 



The History of English Swearing 



Swearing an oath on something important is recorded 
throughout the OE period (God appears 30 times in 
Beowulf, but is never used as a swear word) 

Swearing as we know it begins to be recorded around the 
Middle English period 

• Blasphemy or euphemisms for blasphemy (oddsbodkins, cor 
blimey) 

• "Christ's blood, these days, is reckoned of little price among 
the greater part of the people." (Friar John Waldeby, ?-ci372) 

• And some other terms (horeson, which started to be less taboo 
in the 1400s, although became again shocking in Elizabethan 
and Jacobean times as son of a whore!). 




History: 1700s- 



As blasphemy became less shocking, words for parts of 
the body and intimate things you do with them become 
taboo 

In particular, as boundaries between classes became 
somewhat more fluid, there was a significance in the use 
of "civiKzed" language and how it related to a person's 
social position 

• A lack of swear words was "co-opted by the middle class as a 
way of differentiating themselves from the lower 

classes" (Mohr) 

• Sex and the body was then considered particularly off-limits 



Sir Thomas Urquhart's translation of the works of Francois Rabelais, 1653: 

THE FraST BOOK OF DIt FRANCIS RABELAIS 

called the Vintage thinkers. The Bunsellers or Cake-makers 
were in nothing inclinable to their request ; but (which was 
worse) did injure them most outraciously, calling them pratling 
gablers, lickorous duttons, freckled bittors, mangie rascals, 
shiteabed scoundrels, drunken roysters, slie knaves, drowsie 
loiterers, slapsaucc fellows, slabberdegullion drug^ls, lubbardly 
lovrts, cosening foxes, ruffian rogues, paultne customers, 
sycophant-varlets, drawlatch hoydons, flouting milksops, jeer- 
ing companions, staring clowns, forlorn snaies, ninnie lob- 
cocks, scurvie sneaksbies, fondling fops, base lowns, sawcie 
coxcombs, idle lusks, scoffing Braggards, noddie meacocks, 
blockish grutnols, doddi-poljolt-heads, jobemol goosccaps, 
foolish loggerheads, slutch calf-lollies, grouthead gnat-snappers, 
lob -dotterels, gaping changelings, codshead loobies, woodcock 
slangams, ninnie-hammer flycatchers, noddicpeak simpletons ; 
Turdie gut, shitten shepherds, and other such like defamatory 
epithets, saying further, that it was not for them to eate of these 
dainty cakes, but might very well content themselves with the 
course unraunged bread, or to cat of the great bro^vn household 
loaf. To which provoking words, one amongst them, called 
Forgier, (an honest fellow of his person, and a notable springal,) 
made answer very calmly thus : How long is it since you have 
got homes, that you are become so proud ? indeed formerly 
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History: 1700s- 


■ 


• Sexual terms, first recorded use as an abusive/insult: 




m bugger (1719) 




• bastard (1830) 




• fucker (1893) 




• prick (1928) 




• cunt (1929) 




m twat (1929) 




• tit (1947) 




0 Compare the streets Gropecontelane, first recorded in 1279 




(all renamed by mid-i500s), and Chaucer, "And prively 




he caughte hire by the queynte". Miller's Tale 168 





History: 1700s- 



"...in 1894, a New York man murdered an acquaintance partly 
because the acquaintance wouldn't stop calling him cock- 
sucker. It's not clear who started the bad blood originally, but 
the deceased escalated things by ordering drinks for a group 
of men but excluding his murderer with the words 'Treat 
them five and leave that cock-sucker out.' He then smacked 
the defendant on the nose and called him cock-sucker several 
more times. When at one point the defendant didn't have 
enough money to pay for another drink, the deceased also 
butted in with 'Let him stick it up his ass.' Eventually the 
defendant left the bar, came back with the gun, and shot the 
man who had repeatedly called him cock-sucker.'' 

(Mohr 2013: 218) 



Old English 


Middle English 


L500-L650 


L650-L800 


1800-L900 


L900-PRESENT 1 


shit 
turd 


ordure 


excrement 


crap 


defecation 






piss 


urinate 


micturate 


pee 




sleep with 


swive 


fuck 


copulate 
screw 
shag 


make love 


bonk 




pollution 


frig 
self-abuse 


onanism 
masturbation 
digitation 




wank 


arse 


bum 
buttocks 
fundament 


anus 


bottom 
posterior 








cunt 
thing 


coney 
pudendum 


twat 
vagina 


quim 




weapon 


cock 
yard 
thing 


tool 
prick 


penis 
member 







Italics indicates the word is of Romance origin, standard type Germanic origin, grey an uncertain origin 



Adapted from Hughes (2006) An Encyclopedia of Swearing, 
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History: 1700s- 



# More recently, sexist, racist and homophobic language 
gets a more shocking reaction than blasphemy and body 
parts (although the latter are still pretty shocking) 
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Exam Chat 



Are the past papers useful for this part of the course? 

# Only last year's! 

# Before that, this part of the course has been very 
different 

# So ignore the pre-2013 past papers for English Words and 
for the Anglo-Saxon World 

# And Phonetics and Language and the Internet used to be in 
2B, so that's where you'll have to go for their past 
questions! 

What do we have to know, then...? 



2A English Words 



# You should now be able to answer: 

• What is a word? 

• What is a morpheme and how do we categorize them? 
0 How do we know a word's history? 

• What is the family tree' of English? 

t What does it mean to "borrow" a word 

• What are the main sources of English vocabulary? 
t How do we get new words? 

0 How can we objectively tell what associations words have? 

0 Why do words sound or look different at different times? 

0 Why do we need new words for old things? 

0 Why and how do words change their meanings? 

0 Why do swear words exist and what is their history in English? 



